In the mid-1970s, when we in Indonesia looted for an instrument that could be used to predict the possible occurrence of periodic food shortages that affected nutrition status, we were unaware of any activity or programme that could meet our need. What we wore leaking for was an instrument or system to provide early warning information for prompt action before serious malnutrition became prevalent.
Why did we need an early warning system? Until the early 1980s periodic food shortages in several areas of same Indonesian provinces led to a high frequency of acute protein-energy malnutrition, known as hunger oedema in adults, particularly pregnant women and the elderly. The disorder was common under colonial governments and in the early stages of independence. However, after self-sufficiency in rice was achieved in 1985, the government could no longer tolerate such food crises without early and prompt action by local authorities to minimize their negative effects. In particular, policy makers and planners at the National Development Planning Agency (BAPPENAS) were uneasy whenever they read reports on victims of starvation. "This should not have happened. Something must have gone wrong, " they complained.
In a staff meeting in the late 1970s, the lead author was asked whether any health or nutrition technique or system could be used to predict the possible occurrence of food shortage so that early action could be taken. In response to this challenge, efforts were made in 1979 to develop an early warning system for food availability and consumption at the household level in villages prone to food crisis.
An information system was developed with technical assistance from Cornell University, with the following criteria, established by policy makers and planners from BAPPENAS: 1. Information should make it possible to prevent malnutrition epidemics during times of food crisis. 2. The information should be easy to collect and process and should be available promptly to various levels of government administration and the local community for making policy decisions and developing action programmes. 3. The information should not be developed as a completely new system but should attempt, as far as possible, to use data and information already available at the local level. 4. The system should be designed so that the information could be collected and processed by the local government and the community. In other words, from the beginning the system should belong to the local authorities at the subdistrict level and to communities. 5. Since the information should serve as a monitoring mechanism for higher level government administrators (province, central), it should be communicated to them promptly without creating an additional reporting mechanism. These criteria represent a planners' perspective for an information system for Indonesia that is now called the nutrition surveillance system (NSS). It is worth noting that the initiative to develop this system in Indonesia came from policy makers and planners, because the system should facilitate prompt actions and these parties were very much concerned about such actions. An advantage of policy makers and planners being involved early in the development of an NSS is the assurance that funding will be available for promptly taking actions indicated by the system.
What is the nutrition surveillance system?
After considering what the policy makers and planners needed in such a system, we tried to define the scope of the NSS for Indonesia. First, it had to function as a timely warning and intervention system (TWISS), a system to link problem-prone areas (districts, subdistricts, villages) with higher authorities at provincial and central levels, provide indicators that act as early detection mechanisms for food crises, and guide prompt actions to cope with declining food availability and consumption, particularly among poor households.
As a TWISS, the NSS is aimed primarily at government officials who have the authority to mobilize resources to deal with declining household food availability that may arise because of higher food prices, crop failure, a decline in market supplies of food, especially rice and other staples, and high peaks in unemployment. In Indonesia, these government officials include the village head, who is elected by the people, the subdistrict head, who is an appointed government official at the lowest level, the district head, who is appointed by the central government but elected by the district parliament, the governor as head of the province, and certain ministers and ministries at the central level. The definition of an NSS depends on the users. For the village head, it is a first-hand information mechanism indicating the people's wellbeing. If data show an immediate problem, the village head may call for an urgent meeting with the village council. The council is a community organization representing the needs and concerns of the people as brought to the attention of the village head or others.
The subdistrict head cannot take action alone, having no authority to mobilize resources, but forwards NSS information to the district head with a proposal for solving problems through prompt action.
The district head may use NSS information to instruct various sectoral agencies to take action, with or without authority from the provincial or central levels. These agencies are primarily the local Rice Logistic Agency for local market operation to secure rice market supplies so that prices can be controlled in favour of both the producers (farmers) and consumers, the Office of Agriculture for agricultural inputs or information, the Office of Manpower Agency for labour-intensive operations, together with other agencies to provide short-term employment, and the Office of Health Service for appropriate health and nutrition services.
High-level authorities use TWISS information to monitor local food and nutrition problems. Such authorities can be found within the ministries of Internal Affairs, Agriculture, and Health (primarily the Division of Nutrition), as well as the National Rice Logistic Agency, which became a Ministry of Foods in the new cabinet (starting in 1993) with a coordinating function for supply-side (input) nutrition.
Doss the NSS work in Indonesia?
In certain areas, especially in some subdistricts on Lombok Island in West Nusa Tenggara province, the NSS had effectively been in operation as a TWISS for eight years (1981/1988) when rice cultivation was still based on a local traditional farming system with a low production capacity. During the third five-year plan, starting in 1978, a massive agricultural programme to increase production through a nationwide "green revolution" was implemented in the province. As a result of this programme, the people began to benefit by the mid-1980s. Since then, the province has completely changed from having an insufficient rice supply to exporting significant amounts of rice to other provinces while retaining rice self-sufficiency. As a result, periodic food shortages no longer occur, and there has been no report of acute malnutrition among the adult population.
Local government officials and the people then lost interest in the TWISS, largely because the food shortage was resolved. This also happened in other provinces, and interest rose only when the food situation became vulnerable once more or when an area was considered to have an inadequate supply of food, especially of rice. In such instances the objective of the NSS emphasizing timely warning and intervention was reassessed and shaped into a general nutrition-monitoring system.
The NSS revisited: The planners' perspective
From the planners' point of view, since Indonesia has achieved self-sufficiency in rice and no acute malnutrition has been reported, the continuation of the NSS has become debatable. This is contrary to the opinion of nutrition specialists, who believe that the NSS should be continued even in areas of food and rice surplus as a part of the process of nutrition programme development. We must continue to educate policy makers and planners on the significance of nutrition-improvement programmes as an integral part of national development. This is not easy, especially since we cannot rely on biomedical or traditional nutrition information to convince these officials. It requires what has been called a nutrition engineer to translate nutrition science into issues of economic, social, and political development (Alan Berg, personal communication, 1992) .
It seems that nutrition has won the game in Indonesia. It was decided that the NSS should be continued but reworked. From 1988 to the present, the definition and scope of the NSS has been broadened to monitor the nutrition status of people in general. For the periodic monitoring of children's nutrition status on a national basis, the design, collection, and processing of data and information are integrated into a National Social and Economic Survey under the General Bureau of Statistics. With this integration, periodic data on weight and age are available for the national and regional levels. In addition, there are plans to monitor the height of primary-school entrants periodically. The pilot activity was completed in 1990, and the monitoring will be implemented nationwide in the sixth five-year development plan, starting in 1994. Consideration has also been given to using the growth-monitoring data and information collected monthly for children under five years of age in about 67,000 villages, covering almost every child, in the revised NSS.
The revised NSS is important primarily in that it provides data and information for better, more effective nutrition programmes. It also shows evidence of the positive impact of well-planned programmes.
Conclusion
From the perspective of the planners, the NSS has achieved what they once expected a nutrition programme to do: develop a system that could be put into operation by key sectoral agencies (agriculture, health, home affairs, etc.) to prevent acute malnutrition due to food crises.
If we want to develop the NSS beyond being a TWISS, special efforts must be made through more effective communication and education so that good nutrition can be presented in a more attractive way. It is important that the overall concept of the NSS be relevant to national development priorities. Thus, nutrition personnel who operate the NSS have to be trained beyond the basic science of nutrition. They must understand professional linkages between NSS data and other available information such as socioeconomic data from the National Social and Economic Survey in Indonesia. The objectives and the data-collection methodology should be reviewed and updated periodically to be consistently relevant to the needs of development programmes. This happened in the early stage of the NSS in Indonesia, in which a broader concept of an NSS was narrowed down to a TWISS and then was developed back into an NSS.
